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Loneliness and the holidays 

 
The holiday season can be a lonely time – especially for people who live far away or are estranged from their 
families, going through a relationship breakup, grieving or living alone. For those who don’t celebrate the 
holidays, the barrage of music, images, television programs and traditions can make them feel isolated and 
excluded. The increased intensity of loneliness and social isolation at this time can have a negative effect on 
both our physical and mental health.  
 
Loneliness and well-being 
Lonely or socially isolated people are at a greater risk for depression, anxiety and, when older, dementia. 
Loneliness can also affect the immune system, making us more susceptible to illness and contributing to the 
development of chronic diseases such as cardiovascular disease, arthritis, type 2 diabetes, and some cancers.   
 
Unfortunately, when we’re sad or lonely, we often withdraw and avoid social interactions and that can make us 
feel even more disconnected from the world. We need to combat loneliness head-on. That’s not always easy 
but here are some ideas to help change the holiday season and the rest of your year. 
 

 Be realistic. It’s hard for anyone to not be affected by the holiday hype. Television, movies, magazines, 

and social media are full of images of people having fun. It’s easy to feel left out and let down. Realize 

that no-one’s life is perfect, most families face challenges, and that people usually only share the best 

moments of their lives on social media. Shift your focus to the great things you do have in your life – a 

true friend, a loving family member or supportive co-workers.  

 Take a break from social media. Studies have shown that heavy social media over time results in 

lower psychological well-being and feelings of loneliness, rather than vice versa. Unplug for a while.   
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 Be proactive. Loneliness causes us to underestimate how much our friends and family care. Instead of 

waiting for people to invite you somewhere, be the one to suggest activities or be the host. Take the 

plunge and reach out to friends, family and acquaintances and ask them what they’re doing for the 

holidays. When asked about your plans say you have nothing scheduled yet – you’ll likely receive a few 

invitations!  

 Join in. There’s always lots to do during the holiday season that’s not centered on faith or beliefs. Find 

ways to join in: an office potluck, baking treats for the neighbors, or community events.  

 Volunteer. Many people are alone or need help during the holidays. Lend a hand at a shelter, nursing 

home or food bank. Volunteering not only benefits others, but it’s also a great way to connect with your 

community and meet like-minded people. 

 

 Become involved in your faith community. Churches, synagogues, temples, and mosques hold 

many social events throughout the year that are great opportunities to forge new relationships.  

 Expand your social circle. Making friends takes time and effort. Sign up for an exercise class or team 

sport. If you’re musical, join a band or choir. Investigate local meetups – groups of individuals with 

shared interests who plan events.  

 Take a trip. There are many singles groups that arrange trips during the holidays. If you can, get away 

for a few days.  

For more ideas or help on how to survive the holidays, contact your Employee Assistance Program. If your 
feelings of isolation continue or you feel sad for a long period of time, talk to your family doctor.  
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How to have a stress free holiday season 

The holiday season may be the most wonderful time of the year ─ but it can also be the most stressful. Many 

of us spend every spare minute shopping, decorating, cooking, baking, wrapping, socializing and worrying 

whether or not everything will get done! We’re also worrying about starting the New Year in the red as the cost 

of gifts, entertaining, travel, and food can decimate our budgets. 

Adding to our stress can be family and friends. For weeks leading up the holidays, we’re bombarded with 

commercials and television programs depicting perfect people enjoying happy times together. The reality is 

often cranky children, argumentative siblings, critical parents, difficult in-laws, and demanding bosses!  

Are there ways to reduce the stress and actually enjoy the season? Yes, there are! Try the following: 

 Stop striving for perfection. You’ll only be disappointed and upset when people and events don’t live 

up to what could be your unrealistic expectations. Do what you can, expect the unexpected, and don’t 

beat yourself up when things don’t go as planned.   

 Remember that you can only control your own behavior. Don’t expect family, friends or coworkers 

to be perfect just because it’s the holidays. In fact, conflicts and dysfunction are actually heightened at 

this time of the year. Accept that people will not necessarily act the way you want them to and be 

understanding when those around you get upset when something goes wrong. They're probably feeling 

the effects of holiday stress as well. 

 Set a budget and stick to it. It’s easy to get carried away and spend more than you can afford. Create 

your budget early, write it down, and resist the urge to spend more. If you’re feeling the squeeze, 

consider easy and affordable homemade gifts: a batch of cookies, container of spiced nuts, or framed 

photo of significance.   

 Learn to say no. Saying yes to everything can leave you feeling resentful and overwhelmed. Try to set 

boundaries. Your friends and colleagues will understand if you can't participate in every project or 

activity.  

 Make time for fun. Whether it’s coffee with friends, playing sports or watching holiday movies at home 

with the kids, make time for your own fun – even if that means not finishing everything on your to-do 

list.    

Coping with holiday stress 
Despite all our efforts, things will still get stressful. When they do, try these tips:  

 
 Focus on what’s important. What, for you, is the season about? Spending time with extended family? 

Helping the less fortunate? Connecting with your faith? Focus your energies on the things that are most 

meaningful to you. 

 
 



 
© 2017 Morneau Shepell Ltd. Material supplied by Morneau Shepell, the world’s largest Employee Assistance Program (EAP) provider. 
This content is meant for informational purposes and may not represent the views of individual organizations. Please call your EAP or 
consult with a professional for further guidance. 

Let us help. Access your Employee Assistance Program (EAP) 24/7 by phone or web. 

 Don't abandon healthy habits. Get plenty of sleep and physical activity and try to limit sweet treats 

and fatty foods. Overindulging only adds to your stress and guilt.  

 Don’t self-medicate. Don't "treat" your tiredness, lack of energy, or anxiety with alcohol, caffeine, 

nicotine or other substances. These will only worsen your stress in the long run.  

 Practice gratitude. No matter how frantic your day is or how stressed you may feel, there is always 

something for which you can be grateful. Many people find it helpful to write down a certain number of 

things they are thankful for every day. 

 Breathe. When you start feeling overwhelmed or frustrated, take three deep breaths, inhaling 

until your whole chest and stomach expand and then exhaling slowly and completely.  

Most importantly, don’t shoulder all the responsibility. Delegate tasks and accept help when it’s offered. If, 

despite your best efforts, the holiday season has you feeling anxious, upset or sad, contact your Employee 

Assistance Program for emotional support, financial advice or other helpful resources. 
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Your guide to holiday peacekeeping  

Happy, fun, merry—hopefully the words that come to mind when you think of holiday family 

festivities. But for some, anxiety, dread and grief seem to pop up. Keep reading.  
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